LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN1770-1827: DEAF COMPOSER  Anna Sullivan & Richard Rieser
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In 1956 when I was seventeen years old I made my first visit to the Royal Festival Hall. The concert hall was part of the festival of Britain, an effort to bring back regeneration to London after the Second World War. It was to be the performing house for all the worlds’ great orchestras and artists. My visit would be the first time that I had ever heard classical music performed live. 

The night was a Friday night and as my boyfriend, a man much older than me said, Friday night is a Beethoven night. I was a young girl from the bomb blitzed east end of London and I had never heard anything quite like it.

The performance that night was the fifth symphony. The opening bars described by the composer as fate knocking on the door, was used as signal by the French Resistance during the occupation of France by Nazi Germany. Every Friday night for several weeks a different work was performed. We went to them all. And so began my love affair not just with Beethoven’s music but all music that throughout the centuries has spoken with the voice that can touch the deepest emotions. 

Beethoven was born in 1770 in the city of Bonn in Germany. His family were musical though his father was an alcoholic .His grandfather was a choir master and organist. From an early age the young Beethoven was introduced to the keyboard instead of going to school. Consequently his general education was of a very basic level.  This hardly seems to matter given the vast body of musical work that he produced.  He was taught for a time by Hadyn but moved so radically into a form of his own that there is no mistaking the ‘Beethoven sound’.  It paved the way for the musical giants of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Schubert, Brahms, and Wagner to name but a few.

During his lifetime momentous events of history occurred. The American war of independence, the French revolution and the Napoleonic wars as well as the total upheaval of long established societies brought a new spirit of freedom and enlightenment. His music reflects the times in so many ways but it also reflects a personal crisis and tragedy in his own life.

It took many years of listening to his passionate and energised music before I discovered that he was profoundly deaf for much of his life.

He started to lose his hearing by the time he was twenty eight years old. This caused him much anguish. In 1801 he wrote to a friend ‘ My ears keep buzzing and humming day and night; I can say that I pass my life wretchedly, and for two years have avoided all society because I find it impossible to tell people I am deaf.’ The social isolation that he felt caused him to be described as difficult, rude or morose. 
In 1801 Beethoven confessed to his friends at Bonn his worry of becoming deaf. At Heiligenstadt, in 1802, he wrote a famous text which expressed his disgust at the unfairness of life: that he, a musician, could become deaf was something he did not want to live through. But music made him carry on. And he wrote that he knew that he still had many other musical domains to explore, to discover, and to pass on. Beethoven did not commit suicide, rather, knowing that his handicap was getting worse and worse, he threw himself into his greatest works: exceptional sonatas for piano (notably The Storm, opus 31), the second and the third symphonies- The Eroica - and of course many more

It was after this period that he wrote eight of his nine symphonies, three of his five piano concertos, his only opera ‘Fidelio’ and the major body of his chamber music. By the time that the great choral ninth symphony was performed he was profoundly deaf. He could neither conduct the work or hear the applause that greeted the end of the performance.

Most of the works were first written on the keyboard and then orchestrated. To be able to do that without the usual way of hearing sound must have been frustrating and arduous.  He obviously had an extraordinary musical memory and the power of his inner voice nothing short of miraculous.

 How did he manage to compose such sublime music without hearing a note. His inner voice then was his orchestra.

He wrote the ‘Archduke Trio’ in 1820. The piano leads the trio with a sparkling upbeat melody but the cello echoes with great sighing notes as if to say hang on there is something else going on here under all this sparkle. The conversation between the three instruments in the slow movement interweaving the main melody is almost unbearably beautiful in its striving and final resolution.

All Beethoven’s music is like this. A combination of the heroic, and an uplifting energy underpinned by sadness and poignancy.

Beethoven suffered much in his life much of it because of his deafness. His inability to verbally communicate affected his relationships. He had friends but never managed to sustain a loving romantic relationship. He carried a notebook with him so that he could write his thoughts and opinions, but out of his suffering came great art.  Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the last string quartets (1824-26).  Who can listen to the cavatina in the quartet 130 and not weep or hear the adagio in 132 and not believe that here was a man who knew all about the highs and lows of life. To hear sounds, Beethoven cut off the legs of his piano and placed the instrument on the floor.  He did this to feel the vibrations in the floor when he played.
Although his disability did not stop him composing  his mental state must have affected and influenced what he wrote. He put all the love and expression into his music that he could not say any other way.  Everything about the human condition is there. 

Beethoven's compositional career is usually divided into Early, Middle, and Late periods. In this scheme, his early period is taken to last until about 1802, the middle period from about 1803 to about 1814, and the late period from about 1815.

In his Early period, Beethoven's work was strongly influenced by his predecessors Haydn and Mozart. He also explored new directions and gradually expanded the scope and ambition of his work. Some important pieces from the Early period are the first and second symphonies, the set of six string quartets Opus 18, the first two piano concertos, and the first dozen or so piano sonatas, including the famous Pathétique sonata, Op. 13.

His Middle (Heroic) period began shortly after Beethoven's personal crisis brought on by his recognition of encroaching deafness. It includes large-scale works that express heroism and struggle. Middle-period works include six symphonies (Nos. 3–8), the last three piano concertos, the Triple Concerto and violin concerto, five string quartets (Nos. 7–11), several piano sonatas (including the Moonlight, Waldstein and Appassionata sonatas), the Kreutzer violin sonata and Beethoven's only opera, Fidelio.

Beethoven's Late period began around 1815. Works from this period are characterized by their intellectual depth, their formal innovations, and their intense, highly personal expression. The String Quartet, Op. 131 has seven linked movements, and the Ninth Symphony adds choral forces to the orchestra in the last movement. Other compositions from this period include the Missa Solemnis, the last five string quartets (including the massive Große Fuge) and the last five piano sonatas.

The last word must go to the magnificent 9th symphony which he wrote at the end of his life.  In the final movement, with poems of Schiller (Ode to Joy) he uses the human voice to express his belief in the triumph of the human spirit to overcome adversity in the only way that he could say it, through his music.

It must have seemed a cruel blow of fate that he should have lost the one sense that most important to him in his life’s work. Would his music have taken a different direction had he not lost his hearing. We shall never know. Perhaps the intensity of his work was enhanced by his isolation. Today he would have had more understanding of his condition and may have had a happier end of his life, but his work change the world of music forever.

HISTORICAL GLOSSARY
Beethoven born in Bonn, Germany 1770
Boston Tea Party 1773
On March 26th 1778, at the age of 7 1/2, Beethoven gave his first know public performance, at Cologne
American war of Independence 1775-1783

Composes many chamber works..
In 1782, before the age of 12, Beethoven published his first work: 9 variations, in C Minor, for Piano, on a march by Ernst Christoph Dressler (WoO 63).

The French Revolution between 1787 and 1799
Both parents dead 1787 and begins to study with Joseph Hadyn.
In 1787, he went to Vienna in search of good opportunities and to demonstrate his talent in music. But he had to return to his house in Bonn when he learned about his mother's illness. Finally, near 1792 he took off for Vienna in search of a good work in the field of music.

Writes Pathetique piano sonata. Hearing begins to fail.

Begins 1st symphony and opus 18 quartets.

Performs Ist piano concerto

Works on the Eroica symphony(3rd) and 3rd piano concerto.

Begins only opera Fidelio.

First performance of Fidelio

Writes the violin concerto and Razumorsky quartet

1806-1819 Writes 4thand5th piano concertos, 4th-8th symphonies and many 

               chamber works including the grosse fugue op.137.

Profoundly deaf. Starts the Missa Solemnis.

Archduke Trio.

Works on 9th symphony.

Completes the Missa Solemnis and late quartets.

Premier of the 9th symphony in Britain.

Quartet 130 performed. Starts work on 10th symphony.1822
Dies of Liver failure.1827
From ‘Beethovan’ by Martin Geck, trans. by Anthea Bell. Hans Publishing 2003.

Recommended listening.

Symphonies- nos. 3, 5, 7, 9.

Piano Trios ‘The archduke’ and the ‘Ghost’- both performed by Jaqueline Du Pre, Daniel Barenboim and Pinchas Zukerman.  

Piano sonatas- ‘Moonlight’, ‘Pathetique’ and ‘Appassionata’ performed by John Ogden.

Late string quartets- 130, 132 and the Grosse Fugue opus 137. 

Resources 
All Beethoven’s Piano Music- many of which you can play on line.
http://www.lvbeethoven.com/Oeuvres/ListOpus.html
http://www.lucare.com/immortal/works.html
Biography 
http://www.lvbeethoven.com/Bio/BiographyLudwig.html
http://www.lvbeethoven.com/Bio/BiographyChronology.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ludwig_van_Beethoven
Free Sheet Music

http://www.all-about-beethoven.com/
His Deafness

http://www.lucare.com/immortal/deaf.htm
Music on line

Bagarel in E Minor

http://www.empire.k12.ca.us/Capistrano/Mike/capmusic/classical/beethoven/bagatelle_in_g_minor.mid
Moonlight Sonata
http://www.empire.k12.ca.us/Capistrano/Mike/capmusic/classical/beethoven/moonlight.mid
Wide selection
http://www.lucare.com/immortal/audio.html
Activities

1 find out how sound vibrations are conducted and try out other ways of experiencing them with a musical instrument other than through your ears.

2. Beethoven was suicidal , drunk and rowed with many people when he found our he was going deaf. Write a diary of Beethoven top himself during this period focus on what he would argue to himself to carry on composing.

3. Examine Beethoven’s output-can you hear a difference before and after 1802 when he began to go severely deaf. Can you notice a difference before and after. How would you describe this.

4. Beethoven was a supporter of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution and the Rights of Man can you describe how Beethoven expresses this belief in his music. When the French Revolution became more extreme he disliked it and saw Napolean as its saviour, but when he became a dictator he pulled out his dedication of his Eroica symphony to Napoleon. Yet even when completely  deaf and having experienced many hardships, Beethoven was able to set Shiller’s poem anbout human rights to music in his 9th Symphony.

Read the words http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symphony_No._9_(Beethoven)
Then listen to the orchestration of Beethoven. How is Beethoven using the music to give force to the words?

5. If you are studying German just look at the German version and do the same exercise.

